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Multi-point service injection in a broadcast system 

0B - 2002 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION @ 

The invention relates a broadcast system for broadcasting data to a plurality of 
broadcast receivers through downstream channels of a hierarchical network of data 
distributors starting from one central distributor through at least one layer of intermediate 
5 distributors to a plurality of broadcast receivers. The invention also relates to a method of 
broadcasting data streams. The invention further relates to a broadcast receiver, distributor 
and controller for use in such a system. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

!0 Conventional broadcasting systems, such as cable networks, for broadcasting 

data streams to aplurality of broadcast receivers use ahierarchical network of data 
distributors. The top of the network is formed by one central headend, the bottom layer of 
devices is formed by the residential broadcast receivers. Fig.l shows an example of a system 
aimed at broadcasting audio/video to a total of 200,000 homes using a hierarchy of seven 

1 5 layers of devices. At the top, the master headend may supply data to five metropolitan 
headends, each covering a disjoint metropolitan area. Each of these areas may be divided 
further over five hubs with direct links between the metropolitan headend and the hubs. Each 
of the hubs may be directly connected to twenty fiber nodes that in turn are each connected to 
four coaxial headends. Each coax cable connects up to one hundred homes. 

20 Typically the coaxial cable has a capacity in the order of one gigabit per 

second downstream (i.e. in the direction towards the broadcast receiver). Some of this 
capacity is reserved for conventional broadcast channels, like the most popular television 
stations. Such channels can in principle be received by all broadcast receivers (i.e. it is 
transmitted via all coax cables), although actual receipt may be conditional upon payment. A 

25 small part of the bandwidth tends to be reserved for upstream communication from the 
broadcast receiver up through the network to an interested party. Usually, this upstream 
communication is to the Internet, using broadband cable modems. It may also be to a service 
provider for interactive applications. With the remaining bandwidth, it is difficult if not 
infeasible to provide an effective video-on-demand service where a significant portion of the 
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receivers can simultaneously receive a title (e.g. movie) whose supply is started substantially 
immediately after the user having indicated that it wishes to receive the title. To overcome 
this, so-called near-video-on demand broadcast distribution protocols have been developed 
wherein a title is repeatedly broadcast using a group of a plurality of broadcast channels. A 
5 highly effective protocol is the Pagoda broadcasting protocol described in "A fixed-delay 
broadcasting protocol for video-on-demand", of J.-F. Paris, Proceedings of the 10 th 
International Conference on Computer Communications and Networks, pages 418-423. In 
this protocol, after an initial delay of, for example, one minute the broadcast receiver can 
render the title in real-time by retrieving the blocks from a plurality of channels where the 
10 protocol prescribes in which channel a block is transmitted and the sequence of transmission 
of block in a channel. Typically, the receiver needs to tap a few of the group of channels (e.g. 
two channels) to avoid underflow of data. The repetition rate of the first channel is the 
highest, resulting in a relatively low initial delay. The repetition rate of the last channel is the 
lowest (mis channel can be used to transmit most different blocks). The initial costs involved 
15 in storing a large collecting of titles hampers the introduction of systems described above. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

It is an object of the invention to provide a better scalable broadcast system. 
To meet the object of the invention, a broadcast system for broadcasting data 
20 includes a hierarchical network of data distributors starting from one central distributor 

through at least one layer of intermediate distributors to a plurality of broadcast receivers for 
broadcasting the data streams through downstream channels of the network to the plurality of 
broadcast receivers; the intermediate distributors being operate to split and/or filter the 
broadcast data towards the broadcast receivers; at least one distributor hierarchically below 
25 the central distributor being operative to insert broadcast data in at least one up-stream 

channel of the network towards the central distributor; the central distributor is arranged to 
re-distribute broadcast data received via at least one up-stream channel through at least one 
downstream channel of the network. Traditionally all data is inserted at the central distributor 
(master headend) of the network. For a system that is intended to support distribution of a 
30 large number of titles, the central distributor needs to be provided with an infrastructure 

capable of supporting this or capable of being expanded. This comes at a high price, even if 
not all storage and bandwidth is immediately used. In the system according to the invention, 
data can be inserted in the upstream channels. Typically, as the system expands, more and 
more distributors are added. In the architecture according to the invention this can 
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automatically create more distribution bandwidth at limited cost, as a distributor may come 
with a (possibly relatively small) storage for storing (parts of) titles. These titles are then 
available for broadcasting through the system. 

It should be noted that WO 97/48049 describes a video-on-demand system 
with a file server that is effectively decentralized over the nodes of the respective users of the 
system. Data transfer links exist between the nodes. If a node receives a file, it keeps it in its 
storage for retrieval by other nodes. A central management system registers in which node a 
copy of a file is stored. When a user requests a file, his node contacts the central management 
system that checks which one(s) of the nodes have the requested file. Next, a route is 
established from the closest routable node to the user's node and the data transfer is initiated. 
Files requested simultaneously by a plurality of risers will be simultaneously available from a 
plurality of the nodes to the new nodes requesting the file in question. The system is designed 
for high-speed data links or routes between the individual nodes enabling real-time supply of 
audio/video from one node to another. This approach can not be used for broadcast systems 
since such systems do not have the capability to send files to all (or even a high portion) of 
the individual end receivers. In particular end receivers typically only have a very limited 
bandwidth for sending data. Usually, such bandwidth is not enough for a real-time A/V 
transmission. 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 2, data blocks of a title 
are striped over storage of a plurality of distributors. This reduces the upstream bandwidth 
requirements at the distributor and limits the storage requirements at an individual distributor 
and. 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 3, a plurality of 
distributors over whose storage the title is striped are operative to insert stored blocks in at 
least one data channel of the network under control of one common distribution protocol 
enabling substantially uninterrupted receipt of a stream of blocks from the plurality of 
distributors by broadcast receivers. By using the same protocol that prescribes the sequence 
in which block are transmitted through a group of channels, distributors can easily insert a 
block at the right time (i.e. in the right time slot) and in the right channel. 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 4, at least two of the 
plurality of the distributors are operative to insert stored blocks in a respective sub-channel of 
one data channel. The sub-channel can be seen as a regularly recurring time-slot within a 
channel. Using the same protocol makes it easy to use the right time-slot, so that distributors 
can be assigned to sub-channels. 
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Similarly, as described by the measure of the dependent claim 5, at least two 
of the plurality of the distributors are operative to insert stored blocks in different data 

channels of the network. 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 6, the common 
distribution protocol is a near-video-on-demand protocol for distribution of a title through at 
least two network channels of different repetition rates of blocks assigned to the channel; 
blocks assigned to a highest repetition rate channel being inserted by a first group of 
distributors; and blocks assigned to a lowest repetition rate channel being inserted by a 
second group of distributors; distributors of the first group being hierarchically higher than 
distributors of the second group. In this way, advantageously the cheaper and less capable 
distributors lower down the hierarchy are assigned to low frequency channels. As such, they 
need less upstream bandwidth and storage requirements may be lower. 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 7, the system includes a 
distribution controller for controlling insertion of broadcast data in the upstream channels 
and/or sub-channels of the network. The distribution controller may, for example, trigger 
insertion by the distributors and inform each of the distributors which blocks it needs to 
insert, the groups of channels to be used, and the start of the insertion. The controller may 
determine that a title needs to be inserted in response to demand(s) from broadcast receivers. 
As described by the measure of the dependent claim 8, the distribution 
20 controller is operative to provide data blocks to a plurality of distributors for subsequent 

insertion in at least one upstream channel and/or sub-channel. In this way, the controller can 
allocate the titles to the distributors, preferably in dependence on the hierarchical position of 
a distributor in the network and/or the load on the distributor (in terms of bandwidth and/or 
storage). 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 9, at least one residential 
broadcast receiver is operative to insert broadcast data in at least one upstream data channel 
and/or sub-channel of the network. Preferably the upstream capabilities of a broadcast 
receiver are used for broadcasting data to other broadcast receivers. Since increasingly 
broadcast receivers are equipped with permanent storage (e.g. in the form of a hard disk 
recorder), the combined storage in the receivers creates a massive storage for titles at no 
additional cost for the remainder of the system. 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 10, a plurality of 
residential broadcast receivers are operative to insert broadcast data in at least one upstream 
data channel and/or sub-channel of the network; each of the plurality of residential broadcast 
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receivers including a respective storage; and a title being striped over the storage of the 
plurality of receivers. By striping a title over several receivers, the upstream bandwidth 
requirements for the receiver remain low; also the storage used for broadcasting data is 
limited. 

As described by the measure of the dependent claim 1 1 , the storage includes a 
solid state memory. By striping a title over a sufficient number of receivers, me storage 
requirements for each receiver become very low, enabling use of reliable solid state memory 

at very limited cost. 

These and other aspects of the invention are apparent from and will be 
elucidated with reference to the embodiments described hereinafter. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
In the drawings: 

Fig. 1 shows an exemplary hierarchical broadcast network in which the 

invention can be employed; 

Fig. 2 shows block diagram of the broadcast system according to the 

invention; 

Figs.3 A and 3B illustrate the Pagoda NVoD protocol; 

Fig. 4 illustrates adding a channel in the Pagoda protocol; 

Fig. 5 shows multi-point injection and striping according to the invention; and 

Figs.6, 7 and 8 illustrate preferred embodiments; 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

Fig.2 shows a block diagram of the broadcast system according to the 
invention. The broadcast system 100 includes a hierarchical network of data distributors. The 
top of the network is formed by a central distributor 1 10. The system includes at least one 
layer of intermediate distributors. To simplify the figure, only one intermediate layer for 
downstream broadcasting is shown with three intermediate distributors 120, 130 and 140, 
each covering a disjoint geographical area Fig.l shows a typical hierarchical network for a 
town of 200,000 connected homes, with three intermediate downstream layers (metro 
headend, hub, fiber node). In the example, four coax segments are connected to each fiber 
node. Fig.2 also indicates the downstream path 160 that starts at the central distributor 110, 
runs through the intermediate distributors 120, 130 and 140 and ends at the plurality of 
broadcast receivers of the system. Conventionally the distributors split the broadcast signal 
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towards the receivers/distributors that are hierarchically one layer lower. For simplicity only 
one broadcast receiver 1 50 is shown. Typically, the path is divided into a plurality of 
channels, that each may be sub-divided into sub-channels. At the lowest level, usually coaxial 
segments are used that form a shared medium to the broadcast receivers. On coax, channels 
are usually frequency multiplexed. Sub-channels within such a channel may be time- 
multiplexed. At the higher levels, typically fiber optics is used. On such media, channels may 
also be time-multiplexed. Any suitable transmission technology, such as various types of 
media and multiplexing techniques, may be used. The broadcast system is described for 
broadcasting digital data streams through the network to the plurality of broadcast receivers. 
The data streams may have been encoded using any suitable technology, such as MPEG2 
video encoding. Broadcast data is not addressed to a specific receiver and can in principle be 
received by all receivers in all segments of the hierarchical network. Access to the data may 
be subject to payment. In the broadcast system according to the invention access may also be 
controlled using suitable conditional access mechanisms. For each device of the system, Fig. 
2 schematically shows the respective hardware/software functionality 112, 122, 132, 142 and 
152 necessary for sending/receiving broadcast data and performing all necessary processing. 
In itself such HW/SW is known and can be used for the system according to the invention. 
The HW/SW may be formed by suitable transceivers (such as fiber optics transceiver and/or 
cable modems) controlled by using suitable processors, such as signal processors. Also 
dedicated hardware, like MPEG encoders/decoders, buffers, etc. may be used. 

Traditionally, all data streams were inserted by the central distributor 1 10 and 
unmodified copied by each intermediate layer to the lowest part of the network. To this end, 
the central distributor may have a storage 115 for storing a plurality of titles, such as movies. 
It may also have a connection 160 for receiving live broadcasts, e.g. through satellite 
connections. The storage may be implemented on suitable server platforms, for example 
based on RAID systems. According to the invention, at least one distributor hierarchically 
below the central distributor is operative to insert broadcast data in at least one up-stream 
channel of the network towards the central distributor. Fig. 2 shows the upstream channels 
using number 170. In principle, the upstream channel may start at an intermediate level going 
upwards. Preferably, the upstream channel is already present at the lowest level, also 
allowing communication to outside the broadcast system (e.g. towards the Internet via the 
central distributor or an intermediate distributor outwards). An intermediate/central 
distributor may receive data streams via the upstream channel(s) from more than one device 
below it It is the task of the distributor to combine those streams. It may do this, for example, 
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by compensating for time-differences between the various streams (de-jittering), e.g. by 
temporarily storing part of the streams and sending it upwards using one common time base. 
Such a time base may be provided by the central distributor via the downstream channel. De- 
jittering is well-known and will not be described further. In particular, the central distributor 
is arranged to re-distribute broadcast data received via at least one up-stream channel through 
at least one downstream channel of the network. To be able to supply a title via an upstream 
channel the injecting device needs to have access to a source of the title. Fig.2 shows that the 
intermediate distributors 120, 130 and 140 each have a respective storage 125, 135 and 145 
for storing at least part of a title. Such storage may be formed by a hard disk, for example 
implemented using a RAID system, or other suitable storage, like solid state memory. As will 
be described in more detail below, also the broadcast receivers 150 may inject a title 
upwards. If so, the receiver also needs access to stored title. Shown is a storage 155. This 
storage may also be formed by a hard disk or other suitable storage, like solid state memory. 
Such a hard disk may any how already be present for (temporarily or permanently) storing 
titles received via the downstream channels. 

Preferably, data blocks of a title are striped over storage of a plurality of 
distributors. This reduces the demand on upstream capacity and storage in the distributors. 
Typically, distributors at one level will have similar upstream capabilities, where the capacity 
decreases lower in the hierarchy. To simplify the striping it is preferred to stripe a title using 
only distributors at one level. Preferably the title is striped over more distributors if the 
distributors are lower in the hierarchy. Striping itself is known for hard disks in one local 
storage system. In the system according to the invention, striping takes place over storage 
connected via a broadcasting system. Once the right selection of blocks of a title has been 
stored in the respective storage of the involved distributors, playback of the striped title can 
start. Playback may take place under control of a central device (distribution controller), such 
as device 180 in Fig.2. Preferably, the central device 180 is connected to or forms part of the 
central distributor 110. If so desired, there can also be more distribution controllers, e.g. one 
per layer or one per intermediate distributor, where each distributor is responsible for part of 
the network. The central device 180 may have knowledge of which blocks of the title are 
stored in which storage. The central device may then issue explicit 'read' instructions at the 
right time to the right distributor, to ensure that the blocks are broadcast in the right sequence. 
As such the distribution controller controls insertion of broadcast data in the upstream 
channels and/or sub-channels of the network. 
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In a preferred embodiment, the plurality of distributors over whose storage the 
title is striped are operative to insert stored blocks in at least one data channel of the network 
under control of one common distribution protocol. In this embodiment, control of playback 
is decentralized. Using the same protocol enables substantially uninterrupted receipt of a 
5 stream of blocks from the plurality of distributors by broadcast receivers. A channel may be 
divided into a plurality of sub-channels. Using a common protocol that prescribes which sub- 
channel within the channel needs to be used, the distributors are operative to insert striped 
blocks in a respective sub-channel of one data channel. The protocol may also be based on 
using multiple channels for broadcasting a title. By prescribing for each data block of the title 
10 in which channel it needs to be inserted, the distributors are operative to insert stored blocks 
in different data channels of the network while the receiver can still receive the title as if it 
had been broadcast by the central distributor. 

Blocks of a title may be inserted by distributors at more than one hierarchical 
layer. Preferably, the common distribution protocol for controlling the insertion is a near- 
15 video-on-demand (NVoD) protocol for distribution of a title through at least two network 

channels of different repetition rates of blocks assigned to the channel. Using such a protocol, 
advantageously blocks assigned to a highest repetition rate channel are inserted by a group of 
distributors that are hierarchically above a second group of distributors. The second group of 
distributors inserts blocks assigned to a lowest repetition rate channel. In this way, the load 
caused by the insertion (particularly in terms of upstream capacity and storage requirements) 
corresponds to the capacity of the involved distributors. 
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Fixed-delay pagoda broadcasting 

Preferably, the fixed-delay pagoda broadcasting protocol is used as the near- 
video-on-demand protocol for broadcasting data blocks of the titles. This protocol is 
asymptotically optimal, and it can easily be adapted to limited client I/O bandwidth. A small 
example of Ibis is given in Fig.3 A. Fig.3B shows how the retrieval takes place for a request at 
an arbitrary moment. In the example of Fig. 3, at most two channels are tapped at the same 
time and all blocks arrive in time. Key in this NVoD scheme is that channel i starts being 
tapped after the tapping of channel i-2 has finished, thereby limiting the number of channels 
to be tapped to two. This means e.g. that for channel 4 a receiver has to wait two time units 
before it can start tapping the channel. As block 7 has to be received within 7 time units after 
the request, this means that only 5 time units are left to receive it, and hence it has to be 
transmitted with a period of at most 5 , rather than 7 . It is actually transmitted with a period of 
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4. The general structure of the above broadcast scheme will be described for a given number 
c of server channels and a given number r of client channels that can be received. 
Furthermore, an offset o is considered as described meaning that a user will always wait an 
additional o time units before playing out The start of the (tapping) segment in channel i is 
5 denoted by s h and the end by e ( . Then, in order not to exceed the maximum number r of 

channels lhat a user can receive, tapping in channel z=r+7, ...,c is started after the tapping in 
channel i-r has ended. Hence 

{1 forz=l,...r 
e,_ r +l forz = r + l,...,c 

Next, in channel i blocks are transmitted. The number of different 
10 blocks transmitted in channel i is hence given by n { = hi- U + i, and 



, _ fl forz = l 
' [/z,+l forz>l 



lii order to receive each block in time, block k is to be transmitted in or before 
time unit o-Wfc. If block k is transmitted in channel z, which starts being received in time unit 
su this means that block k should be broadcast with a period of at most o+k-(st-l). Ideally, 
15 this period is exactly met for each block k, but it is sufficient to get close enough. 

The structure of channel i in the pagoda scheme is as follows. First, channel i 
is divided into a number di of sub-channels, which is given by 

i.e., the square root of the optimal period of block /,-, rounded to the nearest integer. Each of 
20 these sub-channels gets a fraction \/d t of the time units to transmit blocks, in a round-robin 

fashion. In other words, in time unit t sub-channel t mod d t can transmit a block, where we 

number the sub-channels 0,1, ...,dr^ 

Now, if a block k is given a period pk within a sub-channel of channel z, it is 

broadcasted in channel i with a period of pk di. Hence, to obtain that pk d t <o+k-(srl) 9 this 
25 means that 

. d * 

By taking equal periods for all blocks within each sub-channel, collisions can 
be trivially avoided. So, if hj is the lowest block number in sub-channely of channel z, this 
means that the following period is chosen 
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\o + l„-(s ( -V)\ 

P «=[ I J 

for all blocks within sub-channel," of channel i, and hence we can transmit ^blocks 
(blocks k,...Mn r l) in this sub-channel. The blocknumber /, is given by 

O fory = 0 

The total number m of blocks transmitted in channel i is then given by 



20 



25 



with which we can compute fci - // + n t - 1 . 

Finally the moment of start and end of the segments within a channel as 
reviewed. All sub-channels of channel i start transmitting at time,, Sub-channel, of channel 
i is ready after n y blocks, which takes * * time units within channel u Hence, the end of the 
segmentmsub-^ 
channel ends, at 

To exemplify me above, Fig.4 illustrates adding a fifth channel to the example 
of Fig 3 For the fifth channel, the following holds: h = 12, *-*+l-6, and an offset o-O. 
The number of sub-channels is d 5 = N(0 + 12-5)] = 3. For sub-channel,=0 this gives / 5( o - 12, 
hence we can transnfit^ 

and 13 For sub-channel,=l this gives / 5 ,i - 14, hence we can transmit 
n = L( 0+ 14-5)/3j= 3 blocks in this sub-channel, being blocks 14, 15, and 16. For sub- 
channel^ mis gives/ 5 , = 17,hence we can transmit n 5fl = L (0+17-5)/3j= 4blocks in 

this sub-channel, being blocks 17, 18, 19, and 20. The end of the segments in the sub- 

u,,^ -s + ^*2 = ll e5l = 5 + 3*3 = 14,ande 5 ,2 = 5 + 3*4-17, 
channels are given by es.o-5 + 3 z ii,e 5 ,i 

hence es = 17. . . 

The values of h, i.e., the number of blocks in which a movxe can be split, are 

given in table 1 for an offset zero and for different values of , The series converge to power 

series, with bases of about 1.75, 2.42, 2.62, and e «2.72, for 3, 4, and c, respectively. 
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Table 1. 



The last column corresponds to having no limit on the number of client 
channels. Using the above values of h c , the maximum waiting time is given by a fraction l/h e 

5 of the movie length when using c channels. If a positive offset o is used, the general formula 
for Hie maximum waiting time is a fraction (p+l)/h c of the movie length. 

In the previous sections, the number d, of sub-channels of channel i is fixed, 
given by equation (1). It should be noted that also different values may be used to get abetter 
solution in terms of the number of blocks into which a movie can be split. To this end, a first- 

10 order optimization can be applied by exploring per channel i a number of different values 

around the target value given in (1), calculating the resulting number of blocks that can be fit 
into channel i, and taking the number of sub-channels for which channel i can contain the 
highest number of blocks. Note that this is done per individual channel, i.e., no back-tracking 
to previous channels occurs, to avoid an exponential run time for a straightforward 

15 implementation. This may lead to sub-optimal solutions, as choosing a different number of 
sub-channels in channel i to get ahigher number of blocks in it may cause the end time e t to 
increase, thereby increasing the start time s t+r of channel i+r, which may in turn decrease the 
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number of blocks that can be fit into this channel. Nevertheless, this first-order optimization 
gives good results as is shown in table 2. The new values of A, are given for an offset zero 
and for different values of r. Although the numbers are higher than the ones in the previous 
table, the bases of the power series are the same as those of table 1. 




Table 2. 



10 will be used. 



15 



In the 



remainder, the values of table 1 for the conventional Pagoda protocol 



In the description so far, it has been assumed that titles have a constant bit rate 
(GBR) The transmission schemes, however, can easily be adapted to cope with variable bit 
rate (VBR) streams. The time at which block k must have arrived, which is gjven by o+k for 
CBR streams, is men given by a function o+t(k). Here, t(k) is an increasing function, that 
describes the way me stream is to be played out in time. The effect on me transmission 
scheme is as follows. If block k is transmitted in channel i, which starts at time * then it must 
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be broadcasted with a period of at most o+t(k)-(s r l). Hence, the target value for the number 
of sub-channels, as given in equation (1), now becomes 

The number of blocks in sub-channel./ of channel i, i.e., the period used within 

, . v o+t(l a )-(s t -Y) 

this sub-channel, is then given by n„ =p y = - 

L d i 

The rest of the computations remain the same. 

Network assumptions 

In the remainder, three examples will be given of multi-point injection 
according to the invention. Calculations that support the examples are given for a hierarchical 
network as shown in Fig. 1. It is assumed that the main bottleneck is given by the capacities 
of the upstream and downstream links from the homes to the fiber nodes. In the example 
these are taken to be 400 kb/s and 20 Mb/s, respectively. Assuming a video transmission rate 
of 5 Mb/s, this implies that 0.08 video channels can be upstreamed and 4 video channels can 
be downstreamed per home. Having 200,000 homes, this gives a total upstream capacity of 
16,000 video channels. Using a near-video-on-demand scheme, also the limited downstream 
capacity should be taken into account. In the examples, it is assumed that there are no 
practical limitations on bandwidth above the fiber nodes. Persons skilled in the art will be 
able to design different systems based on the described principles. Further, it is assumed that 
all homes are permanently connected, and that no failure at the nodes or data loss during 
transmission occurs. Finally, it is assumed that it is desired to have a collection of 1000 
movies, which each last 6000 seconds (100 minutes). The size of a movie is hence 30 Gb, or 
3.75 GB. 



A preferred NVoD solution 

Aiming at a maximum response time of about one second, and a limit of r=3 
channels to be tapped, table 1 indicates that 1 1 transmission channels should be used, where a 
movie can be split into 6308 blocks, and the actual maximum response time is 6000/6308 « 
0.95s. Generating the 1 1 transmission channels of all 1000 movies at the homes would use 
1 1,000 out of the available 16,000 channels. In the first example as shown in Fig. 6, a number 
of channels are transmitted from the fiber nodes. The remaining channels may be transmitted 
from another distributor, such as the central distributor. In the first example, the remaining 
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channels are transmitted by (he broadcaa. receivers acting as upstream diatribntors. By 
Meeting some channels at the higher levels the bandwidth requirement on the npstream 
channels fromflrehomes areredneed. Preferably, the first transmission channels per movte 
^stored attire fiber nodes, .uniting tire storage requirements for tire fiber nodes, .ft. tat 

eachn.oviehastobestor^a.melevelofmefibernodes.whichcorreapondstoSVSO 86/ 
6308 ^MBpermovie. As we have 1000 movies and 500 fiber nodes, mis can be stored m 
as oUdstatomemo*,suchasaRAM module or Fiash memory modu.e, of 102 MB per fiber 
node in this way, each fiber node stores the blocks for 6 channels of two movtes. The 
raining storage, being a ftaction (6308-86V6308 -0.986 of each movie, meaning about 
3 7 GB has to be distributed over the homes. Of cnurae this may be stored in one or a few 
broadcast receivers. However, it is prefetred to use a more even distribution. Distributing tins 
o La 1 ,reeeivera,thia req uiresasto ra gecapacir y of3700* 1000 / 200,000 »18.5 MB per 
home, which can also be done in soHd state modules. This even distribution can be re^d 
by sniping each movie into 200 stripes, and letting each home tianami. a attipe of each of me 
NVoD channels 7-11. Of course also few* distributors maybe involved and redundancy 
.nay be introduced via me other diattibutors. Fig.5 gives a graphics! representation of how a 
movie is split into blocks turd attipe, In this example, tire blocks for me first 6 channels of a 
nrovie are stored in one fiber node; the remaining blocka are attiped over tite restdenttal 

not to scale. The boundaries of the segments for the 1 1 NVoD channels are gtven by tire 
vames of *,in table 1. A fiber notie can then generate me cnmpletoNVoDacbeme by 
nrerging 200 'attipe channel, per NVoD channel. Each fiber node has 400 homes connected 
!5 to it, so it can generate me entire NVoD scheme of two movies. Note that each ■ attipe 

channel' has a bit rate of 5000 / 200 - 25 kb/a, which gives a total upstream b.t rate of 125 

kWs per home. 

The required storage at the fiber nodes and at tire homes ts relatively 
independent of tire number of chatmeU that is used, i.e., of tire response time that M-d. 
30 For Lance, if one increases the number of chamteU to 12, then the response time .a reduced 
. 6000/15192 -0.39 s. As a result, a movie is spit, into about 2.4 times aa many Mocks, and 
hencomeblockaareabon.2.4timesanraUer.Tberefore,manaltem»tiveexan I ple l ,a 

possible to let tire fiber nodes generate one channel more, i.e, channel 1-7 and to et ti,e 
home S gen«ratechann«ls8-12.Theatoragea.afibernodemene^ala3750 198/15192 - 
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49 MB per movie, which is roughly the same as the 51 MB required for 1 1 channels. The 
storage requirement at a home remains slightly less than a fraction 1/200 of a movie. Table 3 
shows what the values in Fig.5 are if a different number of channels are assigned to the fiber 
nodes and homes. 
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fiber node 


home bandwidth 


channels 
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1-11 


7500.0 
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0 



Table 3. 



Alternatively, NVoD channels 7-1 1 of each movie can also be inserted higher 
into the network. Fig.7 shows a solution where they are inserted at the fiber nodes. To this 
10 end the fiber nodes need to be equipped with more storage, such as a hard disk for storing the 
titles. Fig.8 shows a further alternative where the channels are inserted at the hubs. This may 
involve having a storage of 1 50 GB per hub. 

The distribution controller 180 of Fig. 2 may have the task to provide data 
blocks of title to the appropriate distributors for subsequent insertion in at least one upstream 
15 channel and/or sub-channel. It may do this by directly addressing the blocks to the respective 
intended distributor. An alternative is to instruct each of the distributors which blocks to 
extract and then broadcast the title, so that each distributor can extract and store the blocks 
that are assigned to it. 
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Filtering 

To support simultaneous transmission of a large collection of near-video-on 
demand movies (e.g. 1000 movies) the broadcast system needs a high bandwidth. For the 
levels between the master headend and the fiber nodes this can easily be achieved using 
suitable dedicated links, such as using fiber optic based distribution. Particularly at the lowest 
level, use of a shared medium, such as coax, is most economical. By selectively filtering data, 
for example in the fiber optic node, and only passing on data for which there is at least one 
interested receiver the bandwidth can be sufficient for simultaneous distribution of a 
relatively large number of movies. Using the filtering, it is not guaranteed that data 
transmitted by the master headend is actually receivable by all broadcast receivers: it may not 
be present on the local network segment. Note that also at higher levels in the network 
already a selection can be made, e.g., a hub only has to forward the blocks of the movies that 
will be consumed by any user in its sub-tree; the others do not have to be forwarded. 
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15 Redundancy 

The described broadcast schedules may fail if one of the distributors 
(including the broadcast receiver) is not capable of delivering the blocks. For example, if the 
set-top box (broadcast receiver) in any of the 200 homes that participate in broadcasting a 
movie does not deliver its share of stripe channels in time the title can not be fully received or 
rendered in real-time. In the example given above of striping blocks over receivers, a share 
consists of five stripe channels. There can be many reasons a set-top box fails to deliver its 
share, the most likely one being that the set-top box is switched off, because its owner is 
away on holidays or because of a power outage. Another reason can be that the user 
temporarily needs its full upstream bandwidth for something more urgent. In the former case, 
25 the set-top box will not be available for a long time, in the order of days or weeks, so its 
upstream bandwidth can be used by other set-top boxes on the same coax. This means that 
also its broadcasting tasks can be taken over by another set-top box that is on the same coax. 
The redistribution of broadcasting tasks should not take much longer than a few minutes. In 
the latter case, the interruption is likely to be quite short, in the order of seconds or minutes. 
This can even be enforced by a bandwidth scheduler in the set-top box or controller 1 80. 

Many measures may be taken to reduce the likelihood of a receiver not being 
able to supply the assigned blocks. For example, the receivers may be designed such that a 
user is discouraged to switch the receiver off. The receiver may be implemented in a 
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reasonably fault-tolerant manner, e.g. using flash memory for storing its shares, using a 
battery to overcome short power failures, etc. 

In a preferred embodiment, redundancy is introduced by striping a block over 
at least one more device and encoding the stored blocks in such a way that failure of one (or 
5 more) devices can be overcome by regenerating the blocks from the still accessible encoded 
blocks. A preferred encoding scheme for the stripe channels is an (N, k) Reed-Solomon 
encoding. Reed-Solomon encoding in itself is well-known. A description can also be found in 
S.B.Wicker and V.K. Bhargava, editors. Reed-Solomon Codes and Their Applications. IEEE 
Press, 1994. For the example, the Reed-Solomon encoding is preferably used with the 
10 following parameters: N =200 and k =200-r. The movie is divided into 200-r shares of stripe 
channels and r parity like shares of stripe channels are calculated. The resulting 200 shares 
are distributed among 200 set-top boxes. These encoded stripe channels are 200/(200-r) times 
as 'fat' as the bare stripe channels described in the previous sections. It can be shown that for 
r=10 this means that the fraction of time the transmission fails is down to less than one in a 
15 million and the probability of a half a minute hiccup in a movie is 1 : 20,000 at the expense 
of an increase of about 5% in required upstream bandwidth and storage at the set-top boxes. 

Assuming that the title is striped over devices at a certain level in the network, 
a hierarchically higher level can easily recover the blocks. As an example, if the title is 
striped over a group of set top boxes that are all hierarchically below one fiber node this fiber 
20 node can easily retrieve the original blocks. To this end, the fiber node needs additional 

hardware and/or software to perform the decoding (such as a Red Solomon decoding) of the 
movies that are broadcast from the 400 set-top boxes below it. Such hardware/software is 
known and will not be described further. Since it is preferred to store a movie entirely below 
a single fiber node, the fiber node can do the decoding, so the implementation of redundancy 
25 does not require any additional hardware/software and bandwidth above the fiber node level. 

It should be noted that the above-mentioned embodiments illustrate rather than 
limit the invention, and that those skilled in the art will be able to design many alternative 
embodiments without departing from the scope of the appended claims. In the claims, any 
reference signs placed between parentheses shall not be construed as limiting the claim. The 
30 words "comprising" and "including" do not exclude the presence of other elements or steps 
than those listed in a claim. The invention can be implemented by means of hardware 
comprising several distinct elements, and by means of a suitably programmed computer. In 
the system claims enumerating several means, several of these means can be embodied by 
one and the same item of hardware. The computer program product may be stored/distributed 
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on a suitable medium, such as optical storage, but may also be distributed in other forms, 
such as being distributed via the network of the broadcasting system, Internet or woreless 
telecommunication systems. 
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1 A broadcast system for broadcasting data includes a hierarchical network of 

data distributors starting from one central distributor through at least one layer of 
intermediate distributors to a plurality of broadcast receivers for broadcasting the data 
through downstream channels of the network to the plurality of broadcast receivers; at least 
5 one distributor hierarchically below the central distributor being operative to insert broadcast 
data in at least one up-stream channel of the network towards the central distributor; the 
central distributor being arranged to re-distribute broadcast data received via at least one up- 
stream channel through at least one downstream channel of the network. 

10 2. A broadcast system as claimed in claim 1 , wherein data blocks of a title are 

striped over storage of a plurality of distributors for subsequent insertion as broadcast data in 
at least one up-stream channel. 

3, A broadcast system as claimed in claim 2, wherein a plurality of distributors 

1 5 over whose storage the title is striped are operative to insert stored blocks in at least one data 
channel of the network under control of one common distribution protocol enabling 
substantially uninterrupted receipt of a stream of blocks from the plurality of distributors by 
broadcast receivers. 

20 4. A broadcast system as claimed in claim 3, wherein at least two of the plurality 

of the distributors are operative to insert stored blocks in a respective sub-channel of one data 
channel. 

5 e A broadcast system as claimed in claim 3, wherein at least two of the plurality 

25 of the distributors are operative to insert stored blocks in different data channels of the 
network. 

6. A broadcast system as claimed in claim 3, wherein the common distribution 

protocol is a near-video-on-demand protocol for distribution of a title through at least two 
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network channels of different repetition rates of blocks assigned to the channel; blocks 
assigned to a highest repetition rate channel being inserted by a first group of distributors; 
and blocks assigned to a lowest repetition rate channel being inserted by a second group of 
distributors; distributors of the first group being hierarchically higher than distributors of the 

5 second group. 

7 A broadcast system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the broadcast system 

includes a distribution controller for controlling insertion of broadcast data in the upstream 
channels and/or sub-channels of the network. 

10 8 A broadcast system as described in claim 7, wherein the distribution controller 

is operative to provide datablocks to aplurality of distributors for subsequent insertion in at 
least one upstream channel and/or sub-channel. 

IS 9 A broadcast system as claimed in claim 1. wherein at least one broadcast 

receiver is operative to insert broadcast data in at least one upstream data channel and/or sub- 
channel of the network. 



20 



10. A broadcast system as claimed in claims 2 and 9, wherein a plurality of 

broadcast receivers are operative to insert broadcast data in at least one upstream data 
channel and/or sub-channel of the network; each of the plurality of broadcast receivers 
including a respective storage; and a title being striped over the storage of the plurality of 



receivers. 



A broadcast system as claimed in claim 10, wherein the storage includes a 



25 11. 

solid state memory. 

12 A broadcast system as claimed in claim 1 , wherein the intermediate 
distributors are operative to split and/or filter the broadcast data towards the broadcast 

30 receivers. 

13 A method of broadcasting data streams through a hierarchical network of data 
distributors starting from one central distributor Ihrough at least one layer of intermediate 
distributors to aplurality of broadcast receivers for broadcasting the data streams through 
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downstream channels of the network to the plurality of broadcast receivers; the method 
including: 

inserting broadcast data at at least one distributor hierarchically below the 
central distributor in at least one up-stream channel of the network towards the central 
distributor; 

receiving broadcast data via the up-stream channel of the network; and 
re-distributing the received broadcast data through at least one downstream 
channel of the network. 

14. A broadcast receiver for use in a broadcast system as claimed in claim 1, 

wherein the broadcast receiver is operative to receive data blocks broadcast through at least 
one downstream channel of the network for subsequent rendering; and to insert broadcast 
data in at least one up-stream channel of the network towards a central distributor for re- 
distributing by the central distributor through at least one downstream channel of the 
network. 

15 . A broadcast distribution controller for use in a broadcast system as claimed in 

claim 1; the distribution controller being operative to control synchronized insertion of 
broadcast data in at least one upstream channel and/or sub-channel of the broadcast network. 

16. A central broadcast data distributor for use in a broadcast system as claimed in 
claim 1, the central broadcast data distributor being operative to re-broadcast broadcast data 
received via at least one up-stream channel through at least one downstream channel of the 
network towards a plurality of broadcast receivers. 

17. An intermediate broadcast data distributor controller for use in the broadcast 
system as claimed in claim 1 that includes a hierarcHcal network of data distributors starting 
from one central distributor through at least one layer of intermediate broadcast data 
distributors to a plurality of broadcast receivers for broadcasting the data streams through 
downstream channels of the network to the plurality of broadcast receivers; the intermediate 
broadcast data distributor being operative to insert broadcast data in at least one up-stream 
channel of the network towards the central distributor for re-distribution of the broadcast data 
by the central distributor through at least one downstream channel of the network. 
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A broadcast system for broadcasting data streams includes a hierarchical 
network of data distributors starting from one central distributor (1 10) through at least one 
layer of intermediate distributors (120, 130, 140) to a plurality of broadcast receivers (150). 
Data streams are broadcast through downstream channels (160) of the network to the 
plurality of broadcast receivers. At least one distributor hierarchically below the central 
distributor is operative to insert broadcast data in at least one up-stream channel (170) of th< 
network towards the central distributor. The central distributor is arranged to re-distribute 
broadcast data received via at least one up-stream channel through at least one downstream 
channel of the network. 
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